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Lawson: Groveland: Florida's Little Scottsboro

GROVELAND:
FLORIDA’S LITTLE SCOTTSBORO
by STEVEN F. L AWSON , D AVID R. C OLBURN ,
AND D ARRYL P AULSON

of Lake County, Florida, awoke on the mornT ing residents
of July 16, 1949, to a drama that was hauntingly familiar
HE

and yet disturbingly different. Word passed quickly through
the area of small towns and rural communities that before dawn
on this summer Sunday’s white woman had been attacked and
raped by four black men near Groveland. In the past, such
crimes had stirred lynch mobs into acts of vengeance, and this
occasion proved no exception. However, in this instance, bloodthirsty vigilantes did not succeed in rendering summary punishment, but they partially achieved their objectives through lawful
means. Although lynching diminished in influence in the post
World War II South, public officials, responding to social and
political pressures, accomplished the same goals in a legallysanctioned fashion.
Following the war, black veterans who returned home found
the Jim Crow South virtually unchanged. They encountered
hostile whites determined to preserve the rigid system of racial
oppression. Despite the elimination of the white primary by the
Supreme Court in 1944, southern politicians applied literacy
tests, poll taxes, and other devices to keep blacks disfranchised.
These official forms of discrimination were reinforced by private acts or threats of violence. In 1946, Senator Theodore Bilbo
of Mississippi encouraged his “red blooded” constituents to prevent blacks from voting by paying them a visit “the night before
the election.“1 During the first half of 1949, the Southern Regional Council reported 108 cases “in which southern private
Steven F. Lawson is professor of history, University of South Florida. David
R. Colburn is professor of history and chairman of the department, University of Florida. Darryl Paulson is associate professor of political science,
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1.

The white primary case was Smith v. Allwright, 321 U.S. 649 (1944); Steven
F. Lawson, Black Ballots: Voting Rights in the South, 1944 -1969 (New York,
1976), 100.

[1]
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citizens and public officials attempted to usurp the functions of
our legal institutions.“2
Florida also faced a stiff challenge to its defense of the racial
status quo. Led by the state NAACP and local civic groups, black
Floridians launched an assault on the edifices of discrimination.
After the defeat of the white primary, Harry T. Moore formed
the Florida Progressive Voters League to encourage blacks to
register. Between 1947 and 1950, the number of blacks enrolled
on the suffrage lists swelled from 49,000 to over 116,000. Moore
also served as president of the state conference of NAACP
branches, and he initiated judicial action to equalize the salaries
of underpaid black school teachers with those of whites. For his
activities, he and his wife were fired from their teaching positions in Brevard County.3 In 1949, Moore turned his attention
to the Groveland rape case, an episode that put Florida racial
justice on trial before the nation and the world.
Nestled in the center of citrus and lake country in mid-Florida, Groveland became a home for blacks almost immediately
after its establishment in 1910. Whites living in nearby Mascotte
decided that they did not want blacks in their community, although they did want them sufficiently close at hand to work in
the groves. Because citrus tended to be a seasonal occupation,
blacks were encouraged to develop small farms to feed their
families during the off season. Many of Groveland’s blacks resided in an area called Stuckey’s Still where several owned their
own homes. This measure of independence was tolerated, even
supported by grove owners, as long as blacks remembered that
when it came time to pick the fruit or fertilize the trees, they
returned to the groves. This condition of dependency existed
for many years and required little violence or intimidation to
enforce successfully.4
Following World War II, however, a number of young blacks
returning home from military service were less acquiescent to
2.

3.
4.

Reported in “Major Racial Issues at Stake in Trial of Three Florida Negroes,” Christian Science Monitor, clipping, n.d., Franklin H. Williams scrapbooks, in possession of Franklin Williams, hereinafter cited as FHW scrapbooks. See Also Edward L. Ayers, Vengeance and Justice; Crime and Punishment in the Nineteenth Century American South (New York, 1984).
Gloster Current, “Martyr for a Cause,” Crisis 59 (February 1952), 72-81;
Lawson, Black Ballots, 134.
L. Allen, “Lake County, Florida,” Federal Writer’s Project, American Guide,
Orlando, December 12, 1939, 12.
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this labor system. The threat to racial traditions in the community did not escape the attention of owners who worked closely
with county sheriffs to dissuade returning veterans from creating unrest. In 1945, the Workers Defense League, a group
closely aligned with the Socialist party, accused the sheriffs office in Lake County of actively supporting peonage in the
orange groves. Thus, when Walter Irvin and Samuel Shepherd
returned to Groveland from the military and seemed reluctant
to work in the citrus industry, Sheriff Willis McCall reportedly
told them to remove their uniforms and take their places in the
groves where they belonged.5
A forty-year-old Lake County native, McCall liked to boast
that he had received his education “mostly in the University of
Hard Knocks.” He had prospered in the dairy business, served
as the county inspector of fruit, and built a network of supporters who helped him win the sheriffs post in 1944. Once in
office, McCall clashed with labor union organizers and civil
rights groups and blamed communists for stirring up trouble
among black workers. In 1946, he personally chased a union
representative out of the county.6
McCall had no use for an “uppity nigger” like Sammy
Shepherd, the son of an independent farmer who had become
embroiled in a series of altercations with his white neighbors.
Since 1943, Sammy’s father, Henry Shepherd, had diligently
worked his farm which he had reclaimed from swampland. He
had come into periodic conflict with whites who let their cows
graze on his property and trample his crops. He put up fences
to protect his land, only to have them torn down. The
Shepherds belonged to the small group of black families which
Interview with Franklin Williams by David Colburn and Steven Lawson,
February 11, 1985, CRG 2 AB, University of Florida Oral History Archives,
Florida State Museum, Gainesville. Colburn-Lawson interview with Williams hereinafter cited as Franklin Williams interview. “Report on Groveland,” 1, Box 192, Workers Defense League Files, Archives of Labor, History, and Urban Affairs, Wayne State University, hereinafter cited as WDL
files; James W. Ivy, “Florida’s Little Scottsboro: Groveland,” Crisis 56 (October 1949), 266; Interview with Mabel Norris Reese [Chesley] by Franklin
Williams, n.d., copy in possession of authors.
6. Mabel Norris Reese [Chesley], “Lake County Personalities,” Mount Dora
Topic, July 28, 1949, 1; Dudley Clendenin, “The Legend of Iceman McCall
Chills the Air in Lake County,” Floridian, St. Petersburg Times, November 5,
1972, 22; Rowland Watts to Mr. Baskin, September 15, 1949, Box 192 1,
WDL Files.
5.
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had raised their standard of living during the war. When the
younger Shepherd returned home from military service and
declined to seek employment with the citrus growers, whites
were reported to grumble “that it was time now that somebody
put both Henry and Sammy in their places.“7
Soon afterward Sammy Shepherd and his army buddy, Walter Irvin, found themselves in the midst of a racial maelstrom
which neither would be able to escape. Together for two hitches
in the military, during their second enlistment they had served
a prison sentence for “misappropriation of government property” and subsequently were discharged dishonorably from the
army.8 This trouble behind them, they returned to their homes
in Lake County to find that another shared ordeal was just about
to begin.
In the early morning hours of July 16, 1949, Irvin and
Shepherd, along with two other black men, Charles Greenlee
and Ernest Thomas, stood accused of kidnapping and raping
Mrs. Norma Padgett and assaulting her husband, Willie. Padgett
told the police that he and his wife had left a dance and that his
car had stalled on the road as he was turning around. Although
the four blacks initially had stopped to offer assistance, Padgett
claimed that they soon turned on him, beat him, and drove off
with his wife. Greenlee, Shepherd, and Irvin were arrested
within hours of the incident. For over a week, Thomas eluded
a posse led by McCall and three other sheriffs before being shot
and killed in the woods of Taylor County, nearly 200 miles
northwest of where the search began.9
As news of the rape spread through the town and into Lake
County, a caravan of over 200 cars carrying 500-600 men descended on Groveland during the evening of July 17. Unable to
locate the defendants in the town jail, they drove to the county
seat in Tavares. The mob gathered at the jail and demanded
the release of the three prisoners. But Sheriff McCall persuaded
the mob that the men had been transferred to the state penitentiary, even though he had them hidden in the jail. The mob
seemed satisfied after Padgett’s husband and her father in7. Ivy, “Florida’s Little Scottsboro,” 266; “Mobile Violence: Motorized Mobs
in a Florida County,” New South 4 (August 1949), 1-2.
8. Orlando Sentinel-Star, September 4, 1949, 2.
9. Orlando Sentinel, July 17, 1949, 1 and July 27, 1949, 1; Mount Dora Topic,
July 17, 1949, 1; New York Times, July 27, 1949, 48; “Mobile Violence,” 5.
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spected the facility, and McCall promised that justice would be
served. “This is a crucial moment that could cause a crisis here
and throughout the state,” the sheriff admonished the crowd.
“Let’s let the law handle this calmly.“10
Unable to get their hands on the accused but still eager to
exact retribution, the caravan returned to Groveland where it
set fire to black homes and shot into them. Apparently local
black families had realized the impending danger and had departed with the assistance of several white residents. The following day, a mob from Mascotte waylaid cars on the highway outside of Groveland in hope of intercepting any local black, but
they went home frustrated. Responding to pleas from the
NAACP and local black residents, Governor Fuller Warren, an
opponent of the Ku Klux Klan, sent in the National Guard.
Arriving on Tuesday, the eighteenth, and leaving the following
Sunday, the militia gradually restored order, though most black
homes had been seriously damaged by this time. The house and
property of Samuel Shepherd’s father had been singled out by
the mob and virtually destroyed.11
Why some white residents assisted blacks while others sought
revenge remains uncertain. Perhaps the more prosperous local
whites feared that violence against blacks would hurt business.
“The Negroes are a vital, part of our economy,” a Groveland
merchant declared. “They spend a great percent of the money
in local stores. They are badly needed by farmers and growers.“12 Though others may have been aware of the value of
blacks as customers and laborers, they thought it more important to take action to keep blacks subservient. By resorting to
violence and making an example of the accused rapists, whites
who resented the economic strides some blacks had made were
issuing a warning to “other Negroes [to] stay in line.” With racial
barriers under attack throughout the South, whites felt extremely anxious and were inclined to preserve their supremacy
through violent means if necessary. The presence of many outof-state license plates among the automobiles transporting the
10.

Miami Herald, July 18, 1949, 1, July 19, 1949, 1, July 20, 1949, 1; “Mobile
Violence,” 2-3; Pittsburgh Courier, August 23, 1949, 1.
11. Orlando Sentinel, July 18, 1949, 1, July 19, 1949, 1; “Mobile Violence,” 3-5;
New York Times, July 19, 1949, 1, July 20, 1949, 14, July 25, 1949, 30;
Lakeland Ledger, July 20, 1949, 1; Franklin Williams interview.
12. “Mobile Violence,” 6.
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mob members around the county demonstrated the widespread
concern over perceived threats to white control of race relations. 13
The image of the black rapist had long provoked the wrath
of white mobs. In placing white women on a protected pedestal
to keep them out of reach of “black beasts,” white males also
kept their wives, sisters, and daughters in a separate and unequal sphere. “White women,” Jacqueline Dowd Hall has written, “were the forbidden fruit, the untouchable property, the
ultimate symbol of white male power.“14 Chivalry, the code of
honor that meant paternalistic rather than equal treatment for
southern women, guaranteed swift retribution against blacks
who were suspected of violating the purity of white womanhood.
A Lake County resident explained the motivation of the frenzied mobs which burned black homes: “They had to protect
their wives, or they couldn’t leave them alone at night.“15
Though the paternalistic ethos lived on, since the 1930s
lynching as a response to rape had declined. This was largely
due to the educational campaigns of organizations such as the
NAACP and the biracial Association of Southern Women for
the Prevention of Lynching, both with active Florida branches.16
Increasingly, whites expected the judicial process to achieve
13. Edna B. Kerin, “Another Chance for the Groveland Victims,” Crisis 58
(May 195l), 319; New York Times, July 20, 1949, clipping, FHW scrapbooks;
Ted Poston. “‘A Good Nigger'— But They Ruined Him Too.” New York
Post, September 3, 1949, clipping, FHW scrapbooks.
14. Jacqueline Dowd Hall, “‘The Mind That Burns In Each Body’: Women,
Rape, and Racial Violence,” in Ann Snitow , Christine Stansell, and Sharon
Thompson, eds., Powers of Desire: The Politics of Sexuality (New York, 1983),
334. The myth of the black rapist was at least as significant as the actual
incidence of interracial rape in justifying lynching. The figures show that
from 1882-1968, twenty-five per cent of lynchings involved rape or attempted rape. The largest percentage of lynchings, nearly forty-one per cent,
stemmed from homicides. Jacqueline Dowd Hall, Revolt Against Chivalry:
Jesse Daniel Ames and the women’s Campaign Against Lynching (New York,
1979), 149; Robert L. Zangrando, The NAACP Crusade Against Lynching,
1909-1950 (Philadelphia, 1980), 8. See Ayers, Vengeance and Justice.
15. “Report of Investigation made in Florida on the Groveland Case by Professor
Hornell Hart, Duke University, School of Religion, and Reverend Paul Moore, Jr.,
Grace Episcopal Church, Jersey City, New Jersey,” n.d., Box 192-1, WDL Files.
16. Hall, Revolt Against Chivalry, 235-36; Zangrando, The NAACP Crusade
Against Lynching, 213-215; James R. McGovern, Anatomy of a Lynching: The
Killing of Claude Neal (Baton Rouge, 1982), 138-39. Between 1920 and
1939, there were 1,067 reported lynchings in contrast to forty-six between
1940 and 1968. Calculated from figures in Zangrando, 6-7.
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those ends once gained through private acts of terror. Lake
County residents reflected this new emphasis on legal revenge.
The female editor of the Mount Dora Topic reminded the journal’s readers that the honor of the rape victim “will be avenged
in a well-conducted court of law, and, if the facts are straight
and a guilty verdict is returned— revenge will be accomplished
by a more frightening and awful means than a mob has at its
command.” Another newspaper summed up the more ambiguous sentiments of many people in the area: “We’ll wait and see
what the law does, and if the law doesn’t do right, we’ll do it.“17
Prior to Groveland, the infamous Scottsboro case had shown
that “due process of law” in southern courts might operate less
savagely than vigilante actions for blacks charged with interracial rape, but it did not insure them justice. In March 1931, nine
young black men, out of work and drifting through the South,
allegedly raped two white women aboard a train passing
through the small Alabama town of Scottsboro. A white mob
assembled shortly after the arrest of the nine youths, but a
lynching was averted by the sheriff. Nevertheless, the trial was
conducted in an hysterical and highly charged atmosphere, and
the defendants were found guilty on very questionable evidence.
The Communist party and the NAACP took up the cause of the
“Scottsboro Boys,” and over a period of twenty years managed
to win several landmark opinions from the Supreme Court and
eventually obtain their release from prison.18
In May 1950, the last of the Scottsboro defendants walked
out of jail, an outcome that seemed to suggest the South had
taken a step forward, however shakey. The case also revealed
the limits of southern justice, for it had taken two reversals by
the Supreme Court, widespread public condemnation of the
trials, and considerable self-doubt in Alabama before the defendants were able to escape the death penalty. If the case had not
captured national headlines, eight of the nine men almost certainly would have been executed. Had the South and southern
justice, then, truly moved forward with the Scottsboro case?
Groveland, Florida’s “Little Scottsboro” provided some answers
to that question.
Shortly after the charges were filed against the four Groveland defendants on July 17, the president of the Orlando branch
17. Orlando Sentinel, July 17, 1949, 1.
18. Dan T. Carter, Scottsboro: A Tragedy of the American South (New York, 1971).
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of the NAACP telephoned the national office to request legal
assistance. Franklin Williams, a young attorney on the Legal
Defense Fund staff, answered the phone and said he would fly
down the next day. Upon arriving in Orlando, Williams began
to hear evidence suggesting that, the case was highly suspect.
From a meeting with Irvin, Shepherd, and Greenlee he learned
that despite the sheriffs announcement that the accused had
admitted their guilt, they had been badly beaten by the deputies
until they had agreed to confess. Their story was corroborated
when an examination completed by Williams several days after
their arrest revealed numerous cuts and bruises all over their
bodies. The three men said they had been hung from pipes
along the ceiling and cut glass had been scattered on the floor.
Whenever they moved, their feet were cut by the glass. They
were also beaten with clubs around the chest and head. The
journalist Stetson Kennedy claimed that Jefferson Elliott, Governor Warren’s special investigator, told him that it was evident
from the wounds and scars on Greenlee, Irvin, and Shepherd
“that they had been ‘beaten around the clock’.” Even so, Irvin
had refused to admit his guilt.19
Further investigation by Williams disclosed other problems
with the prosecution’s case. While Irvin and Shepherd were
good friends and acquaintances of Thomas, they did not know
Greenlee, who had arrived in Groveland from Gainesville only
hours before the rape. Thomas apparently had brought Greenlee to town to help him with his bolita (gambling) activities.
Rumors persisted in the black community that Thomas had pocketed some bolita receipts rather than turn them over to his
reputed boss, Henry Singleton, a local black. These charges
were never substantiated, but Sheriff McCall regarded Thomas
as a troublemaker who needed disciplining.20
19.

20.

Franklin Williams interview; Chicago Defender, September 17, 1949, clipping, FHW scrapbooks; Ivy, “Florida’s Little Scottsboro,” 267, 285: M. C.
Thomas to Watts, May 11, 1951, Box 192-6, WDL Files; article by Stetson
Kennedy for Droit et Liberte, n.d., typewritten copy, Stetson Kennedy files,
Southern Labor Archives, Georgia State University.
M. C. Thomas to Watts, May 11, 1951, Box 192-6. WDL Files; Interview
with Mabel Norris Reese [Chesley], by Franklin Williams. There was additional speculation that Singleton paid protection money to McCall, that the
sheriff wanted to punish Ernest Thomas for pocketing money, and that
he led the posse out of his jurisdiction to silence Thomas. No evidence of
these charges has surfaced.
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Perhaps even more disturbing, Williams and many black residents doubted that Norma Padgett had been raped. Only seventeen-years-old, she and her husband had been married for
a brief period of time when she returned home to her parents
because her husband had beaten her. Padgett had been warned
by his in-laws not to hit Norma again. On the evening of July
15, Padgett had persuaded his estranged wife to attend a dance
with him in an attempt to reconcile their differences. On the
way to the event, Padgett bought a bottle of liquor which he and
his brother-in-law subsequently consumed. Following the dance,
the Padgetts planned to have dinner near Groveland but
changed their minds. Instead, Padgett turned the car around to
take his wife home, but what happened after that remains a
mystery. Padgett claimed his car stalled because of a weak battery, and four blacks stopped then car to offer assistance. According to his own testimony, he was assaulted by the men who
then kidnapped and raped his wife. Norma Padget was next
seen early the following morning standing near a restaurant on
the outskirts of Groveland, where she was spotted by the restaurant owner’s son. He gave her a ride into town, and he noted
that she did not appear unusually concerned or upset and did
not mention being raped. Willie Padgett had in the meantime
started his car which he drove to a filling station in Leesburg
where he told attendant Curtis Hunter that he had been assaulted and his wife kidnapped.“21
Norma did not claim that she had been raped until she encountered her husband and a deputy sheriff who were out
searching for her. Willie took his wife aside, spoke alone with
her for several minutes, and then she told her story. Franklin
Williams speculated that the Padgetts had fabricated this tale on
the spot to protect Willie. He guessed that following the dance,
Willie had beaten Norma for refusing to grant him his “matrimonial rights,” and subsequently he implored his wife to claim
she had been raped by blacks or her family would take revenge
upon him.“22

21.
22.

Franklin Williams interview; Orlando Sentinel, July 17, 1949, 1; Ivy, “Florida’s Little Scottsboro,” 267-68.
“Mobile Violence,” 3; St. Petersburg Times, April 8, 1950, 17; Franklin Williams interview.
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When Norma and Willie Padgett first saw Greenlee, who
had been arrested at a gasoline station during the early morning
hours for vagrancy, they did not implicate him. In fact, they
disagreed whether he was one of the culprits. Willie Padgett
did, however, identify Shepherd and Irvin as he accompanied
sheriffs deputies to Irvin’s home and the home of Shepherd’s
brother. He also contended that the car owned by Shepherd’s
brother was the one used in the crime.23
The Circuit Court judge and county attorney quickly assembled a grand jury to hear the charges. In a move calculated to
show that the defendants could receive a fair trial, Lake County
Attorney Jesse W. Hunter impaneled a black resident on the
jury. According to the local paper, he was “the first ever to serve
on a Lake County Grand Jury.” Emotions ran very high in the
county, however, and it was not likely that any black could exercise much independence of judgement. On the day before the
grand jury convened, the Orlando Morning Sentinel, the largest
newspaper in central Florida, ran a front page cartoon depicting
a row of four electric chairs with the headline, “The Supreme
Penalty,” and the caption, “No Compromise!” Not surprisingly,
the jury ruled quickly and unanimously that there was sufficient
basis for indicting the three men.24
When the grand jury met, Franklin Williams, who lacked a
license to practice in Florida, had yet to find a Florida attorney
to defend Shepherd, Irvin, and Greenlee. He had hoped to find
a white lawyer from the area to improve their chances of receiving a fair hearing. Williams approached Spessard Holland, Jr.,
the son of Florida’s United States Senator, who had represented
some black migrant workers in peonage cases. Though sympathetic, Holland declined, explaining: “My wife is a typical
flower of southern womanhood and this is a rape case and I
can’t take it.‘’25 Instead, Williams secured the services of Alex
Akerman, Jr., of Orlando, who had recently completed a term
23. St. Petersburg Times, April 8, 1950, 17.
24. Orlando Sentinel, July 19, 1949, 1, July 21, 1949, 1, 3; Mount Dora Topic,
July 21, 1949, 1. Thomas had brought Greenlee to Lake County from
Alachua and left him at the gasoline station. When local police arrested
Greenlee several hours later at the station they found the gun on him.
25. Franklin Williams interview; transcript of testimony, State of Florida v.
Charles Greenlee, Walter Irvin, and Samuel Shepherd, Florida Supreme Court,
Tallahassee, Florida, 2.
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as the only Republican in the state legislature. Akerman chose
his assistants— Joseph E. Price, Jr., and Horace Hill, a black
attorney from Daytona Beach— to help with the defense.“26
A trial date was set for August 29, but Akerman asked for a
month’s extension because he had just been hired and had not
had ample time to prepare a defense. Circuit Judge Truman G.
Futch, a native of Lake County, refused his request, contending
that Williams had been involved in the case since July. Futch
also commented that since Akerman was convinced of his clients’
innocence, he must have sufficient evidence to go to trial. Futch
did agree, however, to delay the trial for three days.27
When the trial opened, Akerman petitioned for a change of
venue, arguing that a fair trial in Lake County was impossible
because of the negative publicity surrounding the case. But the
mayor of Tavares, E. I. Burleigh, and a black insurance agent,
F. L. Hampton, testified that race relations in Lake County were
“the best in Florida.” Akerman also moved to quash the indictments because blacks had been systematically excluded from
grand juries in Lake County for twenty-five years, arguing that
the one black who had been placed on the grand jury was there
“for the sole purpose of creating the impression of compliance
with the 14th Amendment.” The voting rolls showed that there
were 802 blacks in the county, but only one had ever been called
to serve on a grand jury. Futch rejected both appeals, ruling
that the first motion did not comply with the laws of Florida and
that no evidence had been introduced that suggested a fair trial
could not be held in Lake County. Futch denied Akerman’s
second motion, pointing to the presence of a black on the grand
jury as a fair and lawful impaneling of this jury.28
Testimony began on the third day of the trial with Norma
Padgett taking the stand as the state’s star witness. She repeated
her story as she had reported it to the county attorney’s office.
After the four kidnapped her, she asserted, they drove her to a
small road off the highway and took turns raping her. She then
recalled, “They asked me if I wanted them to take me to town,

26.
27.
28.

Franklin Williams interview; interview with Alex Akerman, by David Colburn, May 31, 1984, CRG 1 A, University of Florida Oral History Archives,
Florida State Museum, Gainesville.
Franklin Williams interview; Ivy, “Florida’s Little Scottsboro,” 268.
Orlando Sentinel, September 1, 1949, 1; Mount Dora Topic, July 29, 1949, 1.
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and I told them I’d rather walk.” This seemed like a curious
question from four blacks, three of whom resided in Groveland,
after they had just finished raping a white woman. Charles
Greenlee later testified that if he had known a white woman had
been raped he would have left the county immediately. The
four released Norma in a field, and she swore she hid in the
woods until daylight.29
Willie Padgett followed his wife to the stand and repeated
the same testimony. He also declared that the blacks who had
overpowered him were driving a 1941 or 1946 Mercury with a
prefix number on the license plate that indicated it was from
Lake County. As had his wife, he identified the three black
defendants and the deceased as the men who had kidnapped
and raped Norma. Padgett also stated they stole his wallet which
contained a driver’s license and $20.00.30
Besides the Padgetts’s testimony, that provided by Deputy
Sheriff James L. Yates proved most crucial to the state’s case.
According to Yates, footprints and tireprints left at the scene of
the crime were directly traceable to Irvin and the car owned by
Shepherd’s brother. The prosecution presented plaster casts
that Yates supposedly had made at the crime scene and later
matched to Irvin’s shoes and the Mercury sedan. When Akerman asked Yates where he learned to make plaster moldings,
the deputy replied that he had been doing it for years. A handkerchief that belonged to Norma had also been found by Yates,
and according to his testimony the lint on it was similar to that
discovered in the rear of the Mercury and on Mrs. Padgett’s
dress.31
The state rested its case following Yates’s testimony. Significantly, it had not introduced any medical evidence to show that
Norma had been raped. Nor did it introduce the confessions of
Greenlee and Shepherd. County Attorney Jesse Hunter believed that he could win a conviction without the confessions,
29.
30.
31.

Orlando Sentinel, September 3, 1949, 1, 2, September 4, 1949, 1, 2; St.
Petersburg Times. April 7, 1950, 13, Apri1 8, 1950, 17.
Transcript of testimony, Florida Supreme Court, 467-76; Orlando Sentinel,
September 3, 1949, 1, 2, September 4, 1949, 1.
Transcript of testimony, Florida Supreme Court, 538-41; Bill Harris to
LeRoy Collins, n.d., 7-9, 13-14, LeRoy Collins Papers, University of South
Florida; Orlando Sentinel, September 3, 1949, 2; Mount Dora Topic, September 8, 1949, 5.
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and that they would damage the state’s case on appeal because
the defense could produce evidence showing the defendants
had been beaten.32 At the same time, the defense did not attempt
to break down Mrs. Padgett’s story of the rape or introduce
medical evidence to refute it. As Akerman recalled, cross-examination “had to be handled delicately— you couldn’t have gotten
anywhere by roughing her up.“33 Given the inflammatory nature of the rape charge, defense counsel thought it prudent not
to arouse further sympathy for Norma.
All three men accused of the rape testified on their own behalf. Shepherd and Irvin recounted their trip to Orlando on the
evening of the crime and told of their visit to a series of bars.
Both testified that they had not seen Norma and Willie Padgett
that evening, nor did they know Greenlee. Shepherd’s brother
testified that he had let Sammy borrow his car and that when
the younger Shepherd returned it, he was not nervous nor did
he act as if he were trying to hide something.34 Greenlee admitted that he had been arrested in the early morning hours, just
prior to the rape, at a closed gasoline station in Groveland. He
said he had journeyed from Gainesville because his mother cried
constantly over the death of his two sisters who were run over
by a train. Greenlee added that he had not known the Padgetts
or his fellow defendants.“35
Despite the defense team’s efforts to show that Greenlee
could not have been at the scene of the rape when it occurred,
and the testimony of all three about their innocence, the jury
returned a guilty verdict only ninety minutes after it had been
charged by the judge. Irvin and Shepherd were sentenced to
death, but the jury recommended mercy for the sixteen-year-old
32.
33.

34.
35.

Harris to Collins, 9, Collins Papers.
lnterview with Alex Akerman by Franklin Williams, 17, FHW scrapbooks.
A Lake County grand jury reviewing the case in 1955 concluded that it
would have been impossible for a doctor to furnish clinical proof of rape
because Norma Padgett had gone home and “cleaned herself up before
the doctor ever saw her.” “Presentment of the Grand Jury to Honorable
T. G. Futch,” 11, Governor T. LeRoy Collins Administrative Correspondence, Box 25, Laf-Leg, 1955-56, Rg 102, Series 776a, State Archives,
Tallahassee.
Mount Dora Topic, September 8, 1949, 1-2; Orlando Sentinel, September 3,
1949, 2, September 4, 1949, 2.
Mount Dora Topic, September 8, 1949, 1-2, 8; Orlando Sentinel, September
4, 1949, 2; Franklin Williams interview.
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Greenlee, presumably because of his youth. Franklin Williams
remarked that the trial had “all the characteristics of a dime
store novel. . . . A perfect frameup.” The Mount Dora Topic
vigorously disagreed and declared that the “county can well be
proud of the conduct of its officers of the law, its prosecutor
and its judge from the start to the finish of the Groveland
Story.“36
The defense immediately filed an appeal to the Florida Supreme Court amidst rumors of a federal inquiry. In response
to a series of articles written by Ted Poston, a black reporter
covering the trial for the New York Post, United States Attorney
General J. Howard McGrath ordered an investigation into the
charges that the three defendants had been tortured while in
custody. A surgeon and a dentist had examined the trio at
Raiford State Prison and reported that all showed signs of brutal
beatings. The investigation collapsed, however, when United
States District Attorney Herbert Phillips of Tampa, inexplicably
refused to call either doctor. With the case against the sheriff
and his deputies resting on the unsupported testimony of the
defendants, the federal grand jury dismissed the charges.“37
In this instance, as well as others, the federal government
proved less than helpful. Although President Harry Truman
had committed his administration to advancing the cause of civil
rights, the Justice Department exercised restraint in prosecuting
criminal cases involving racial discrimination. With considerable
justification, federal lawyers believed they could not win such
litigation before southern white juries which were not inclined
to convict their neighbors for violating black civil rights. The
Justice Department might instruct the FBI to investigate
thoroughly “whether or not a violation of federal criminal law
was committed,” but the bureau did not accord these matters a
high priority.38 Its director, J. Edgar Hoover, did not share
much sympathy with the civil rights cause, and he was reluctant
36.
37.

38.

Ivy, “Florida’s Little Scottsboro,” 268; Mount Dora Topic, n.d., clipping,
FHW scrapbooks; Orlando Sentinel, September 4, 1949, 1.
New York Post, September 19, 1950, April 6, 1950, April 7, 1950, clippings.
FHW scrapbooks; Ivy, “Florida’s Little Scottsboro,” 267; Orlando Sentinel.
April 19, 1950, 1-2. Poston described a high-speed chase from Tavares to
Orlando in which a car he was riding in with another black reporter and
the two black attorneys was pursued by a carload of whites.
“Florida Shooting,” Crisis 58 (December 1951), 638.
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to assign the needed manpower to cases with little likelihood of
success. Moreover, because the agency depended on the cooperation of local law enforcement officials in investigating what
they judged to be their primary concerns, such as bank robberies
and stolen cars, it was usually cautious in taking action that
might upset indigenous racial customs. This approach drew
criticism from civil rights groups. The NAACP could not understand how the FBI had “maintained a world-wide reputation for
great efficiency in the investigation, apprehension, and successful prosecution of the cleverest criminals in history,” but it was
“unable to cope with violent criminal action by bigoted, prejudiced Americans against Negro Americans.“39
Though federal agencies failed to shed fresh light on the
Groveland case, a crusading and unusually progressive Florida
newspaper did. In April 1950, the St. Petersburg Times published
an investigative series demonstrating that it was physically impossible for Charles Greenlee to have been at the scene of the
crime. Indeed, he had been arrested nineteen miles away during
the time the assault allegedly occurred. The article also raised a
number of questions about the fairness of the trial and the
charges against Shepherd and Irvin. In the second of three articles, the reporter, Norman Bunin, observed that all the jurors
were aware of the pre-trial publicity surrounding the case and
had read about the confessions of the defendants. The reporter
also painstakingly traced the steps of Irvin and Shepherd during
the evening of the rape. They were last seen at Club 436 in
Altamonte Springs after midnight according to two witnesses.
Irvin and Shepherd claimed they started for home around
12:30 P.M. and drove directly to Groveland, a trip of nearly
forty miles and a considerable distance from the place where
the assault was said to have occurred. Both men testified that
they never drove near the area of the rape, although, in contrast
to Greenlee, they would have had sufficient time to have done
so. The Times did report that on a tape recording provided by
Sheriff Willis McCall, Greenlee acknowledged that all four had
committed rape. Yet when asked about the confession while in
39.

“Resolutions Adopted by Forty-Third Annual Convention of the NAACP
at Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, June 28, 1952,” Crisis 59 (August-September
1952), 448. The criticism of the FBI leveled by the NAACP resulted from
numerous instances of postwar violence against blacks.
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prison, Greenlee charged that McCall had taken him into his
office, held a gun to his head, and told him what to say. At
various points in the “confession,” McCall turned off the recording machine and gave Greenlee instructions on how to proceed. 40
These revelations had no influence on the Florida Supreme
Court, however, when it heard the appeal. The litigation involved only Shepherd and Irvin because their counsel feared
that if Greenlee was also granted a new trial, a white jury might
sentence him to death this time. Yet on the long shot that
Shepherd and Irvin were subsequently acquitted, the attorneys
could seek to reopen Greenlee’s case. Akerman based the appeal
on five conditions: widespread publicity which prejudiced the
case; lack of sufficient time to prepare an adequate defense;
cruel and illegal treatment of the prisoners; failure of the state
to prove its case; and absence of blacks on the jury. Three
months later, the state justices found no reason to overturn the
conviction, writing that “all legal rights of the appellants were
ably and thoroughly presented in the lower court.” Though
acknowledging strained race relations had existed in Lake
County as a result of the crime, the justices asserted that “our
study of the record reflects the view that harmony and good will
and friendly relations continuously existed between the white
and colored races in all other sections of Lake County.” In concluding, the court found that “the inflamed public sentiment
was against the crime . . . rather than [the] defendants’ race”
and that there was no evidence of any intentional discrimination
against blacks in the selection of persons for jury duty.41
Less than one year later, the United States Supreme Court
unanimously overturned the convictions of Shepherd and Irvin.
In a blistering opinion delivered by Robert Jackson, the justices
called the pre-trial publicity “one of the best examples of the
one of the worst menaces to American justice.” Jackson found
numerous examples of prejudicial influences outside the trial
courtroom that warranted a change of venue, including the Orlando Sentinel political cartoon picturing the row of four electric
chairs and its report of the alleged confessions of the defen40.
41.

St. Petersburg Times, April 7, 1950, 13, April 8, 1950, 17.
Shepherd v. State, 46 So. 2d. 1950, 880, 883, 884; Orlando Sentinel, April 17,
1950, 1.
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dants. Noting that neither the county attorney nor the sheriff
had ever repudiated the confessions, Jackson observed that
prospective jurors all assumed them to be true. He added that
such confessions either did not exist or they were “obtained
under circumstances which made [them] inadmissable.” A
majority of the seven justices were also prepared to overturn the
verdict because no blacks had been included on the jury. But as
Justice Jackson pointed out, even if blacks had been allowed to
serve on the jury, the pre-trial publicity prevented the defendants from obtaining a fair hearing, and he did not see “how
any Negro on the jury would have dared to cause a disagreement or acquittal.“42
Lake County officials denounced the court’s decision, and
Sheriff McCall commented that “the mere fact that mercy was
recommended for Greenlee is proof that the jury was fair and
impartial.” Despite the court’s pronouncement, County Attorney Jesse Hunter did not believe that the merits of his case had
been weakened, and he was eager to retry it and obtain another
conviction. A former school teacher, railroad mail clerk, and
self-taught lawyer, the seventy-year-old Hunter was a folksy
character with a cracker barrel wit, whose participation in this
celebrated legal affair would climax what had been a very popular public career.43
In November 1951, while the defense submitted a petition
for a new trial site and also sought to disqualify Hunter as prosecuting attorney, Sheriff McCall went to Raiford State Prison
to transfer Irvin and Shepherd to Tavares for the pre-trial hearing. Transporting both prisoners in his automobile, McCall followed Deputy Yates’s patrol car to the county seat. While driving
along a back road near his home town of Umatilla, McCall complained to his prisoners that his right front tire was low on air.
He also alleged later that Irvin had asked to go to the bathroom.
As a result, McCall said he pulled to the side of the road to let
Irvin relieve himself, but first instructed Irvin and Shepherd to
get out and change the tire, though they remained handcuffed

42.
43.

Shepherd v. Florida, 341 U.S. 50 (1950), 55. The jury included farmers
and businessmen from the county. No women were included in the jury.
Orlando Sentinel, April 10, 1951, 1, 7: Tampa Tribune, April 10, 1951; New
York Times, April 10, 1951, 1, 25; Mabel Norris Reese, “Lake County Personalities,” Mount Dora Topic, September 8, 1949, 1.
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together. When, McCall opened the door, he claimed that
Shepherd hit him with a flashlight. Freeing himself from
Shepherd’s attack, McCall pulled his gun and shot both prisoners, killing Shepherd. According to this version, Deputy Sheriff
Yates went into town after checking on McCall and returned
with Hunter and several others. To their surprise, they discovered that Irvin was still alive.44
Despite two serious bullet wounds, Irvin survived and told
his lawyers a substantially different story from McCall’s. He
claimed under oath that after McCall pulled his car over to the
side of the road he ordered the prisoners from the car and
without provocation shot Shepherd and then shot him in the
upper right chest. Irvin pretended to be dead and heard McCall
mutter, “I got rid of them; killed the sons of bitches.” He then
called Yates on his car radio and informed him that the two had
“tried to jump me and I did a good job.” When Yates arrived
he turned his flashlight on Irvin who had opened his eyes. “That
son of a bitch is not dead, let’s kill him,” Yates shouted. When
he snapped the trigger, the revolver misfired. He and McCall
examined the gun almost nonchalantly in the automobile headlights, apparently exchanged weapons and Yates turned and
shot Irvin in the neck.45
If McCall now chose to practice vigilante justice, why had he
saved the two from a lynch mob earlier? Initially McCall may
have felt confident that the accused would be sentenced to
death, especially after he had extracted confessions from them.
Perhaps he believed that a lynching would tarnish his record.
When the United States Supreme Court overturned the case,
however, McCall probably began to have second thoughts. Having promised the lynch mob and local residents that justice
would be done, McCall possibly decided on the road to Tavares
that the circumstances were convenient for him to take summary
action. Mabel Norris Reese, editor of the Mount Dora Topic and
44.

45.

Sworn statements of Willis McCall and James L. Yates, 59-68, 51-58, Box
53, Lab-Lar, Rg 102, S 235, Governor Fuller Warren Administrative File,
Governor Fuller Warren Papers, Florida State Archives, Tallahassee: Orlando Sentinel, November 7, 1951, 1, November 8, 1951, 1, 9; Mount Dora
Topic, November 8, 1951, 1.
Affidavit of Walter Lee Irvin, 1-5, Box 53, Governor Fuller Warren Administrative Correspondence; Orlando Sentinel, November 9, 1951, 1, 11;
Mount Dora Topic, November 15, 1951, 1.
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a strong supporter of McCall prior to the shooting, also claimed
that the fruit growers were anxious for the issue to be settled
because their black workers were becoming afraid to go to work
as the trial approached. McCall may have thought that his action
would return the county more quickly to normal.46
A coroner’s inquest into the death of Shepherd and the
wounding of Irvin exonerated McCall, praising him for “acting
in the line of duty.” The NAACP denounced the verdict and
called on Governor Fuller Warren to order the arrest or at least
the suspension of McCall. A special investigator appointed by
Warren concluded that McCall did not use “maximum precaution” in transporting his prisoners, but he found no evidence of
criminal wrongdoing.“47 Accordingly, Judge Truman Futch dismissed the grand jury that had been called after the coroner’s
inquest. Nevertheless, this inquiry left many questions unresolved. Why had McCall driven the prisoners at night along an
out-of-the-way backroad instead of along the main highway?
Why did the sheriff transport Irvin and Shepherd alone in his
car? Why did McCall have to use deadly force against two men
who were handcuffed together? An FBI probe of this shooting
never revealed the answers to these questions, and Sheriff
McCall was never indicted on federal charges.
Despite Judge Futch’s decision to clear McCall, for the first
time a number of people began to question whether justice was
being served. Mabel Norris Reese doubted the sheriff's version
of the shooting and began re-examining the evidence in the first
trial. She deplored the “black mark etched on the night of
November 6 by the gun of a man who lost his head.“48 Reese
also discovered that Jesse Hunter had developed some misgivings about the case. Before Irvin’s retrial, Hunter offered the
defendant a life sentence if he would acknowledge his complicity
in the rape. Akerman and Thurgood Marshall, a future United
46.
47.

48.

Interview with Mabel Norris Reese [Chesley], by Franklin H. Williams, 14,
FHW scrapbooks.
J. J. Elliott to Fuller Warren, November 21, 1951, Box 53, Lab-Lar, Rg
102, S 235, Governor Warren Administrative File, Warren Papers. Stetson
Kennedy, a journalist, charged that Elliott had been a member of the Ku
Klux Klan in Georgia. Stetson Kennedy, I Rode With the Klan, (London,
1954), 245-247.
Mount Dora Topic, November 29, 1951, clipping, FHW scrapbooks; interview with Mabel Norris Reese [Chesley], by Franklin Williams, 13-15, FHW
scrapbooks.
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States Supreme Court Justice, who had replaced Franklin Williams as chief counsel, discussed Hunter’s offer with Irvin, but
he insisted on his innocence and refused to negotiate with the
county attorney.49
The shooting not only embarrassed some of Lake County’s
leading citizens but the United States as well. McCall’s brand of
justice sparked an international incident at the height of the
Cold War. Andrei Vishinsky, the chief Soviet delegate to the
United Nations, declared that the United States “had a nerve
talking about human rights and upbraiding other nations while
Negroes were shot down by an officer of law while in custody.”
Though not unmindful of the lack of freedom in the Soviet
Union, the NAACP picked up its line of argument. “Samuel
Shepherd is no better off for this American hypocrisy,” the organization asserted, “nor are his fifteen million fellow Americans who happen not to be white.“50
The glare of such unfavorable publicity prompted a shift in
the course of the litigation. In December 1951, Judge Futch
approved a motion by the defense to move the location of the
trial from Lake County. It was rescheduled for Marion County,
a curious choice because the sheriff there had been murdered
the previous spring by a young black.51
Before the new trial could begin, another act of violence cast
a bloody stain on Florida race relations. On Christmas Eve 1951,
dynamite blasted the house of Harry T. Moore, the NAACP
statewide coordinator, killing him and mortally wounding his
wife. Moore had been active in raising funds for the Groveland
defendants, and following the shooting of Shepherd and Irvin,
he had led a campaign urging Governor Warren to remove
McCall from office.52 The NAACP believed his “death fits into
the pattern of terror which has centered around the town of
Groveland . . . and advertises to the world that though we preach
democracy abroad we cannot practice it at home.“53 Despite a
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.

Interview with Alex Akerman, by David Colburn.
Both statements are quoted in “Answer to Vishinsky,” Crisis 58 (December
1951), 666 67.
Mount Dora Topic, December 6, 1951, 1, 4; New York Times, December 7,
1951, 30.
Harry T. Moore to Warren, November 15, 1951, Box 53, Rg 102, 1949-51,
Governor Warren Administrative Correspondence, Warren Papers.
“Terror in Florida,” Crisis 59 (January 1952), 35.
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reward for capture of the killers and an FBI investigation, the
murderers were never apprehended.“54
This latest outrage, however, did not keep Irvin from his
scheduled court appointment. Recovered enough from his
wounds to stand trial on February 13, 1952, Irvin watched as
his defense counsel sought a change of venue and introduced
the results of an Elmo Roper survey showing that residents of
Marion County were prejudiced against the defendant. In contrast, Hunter was able to convince Judge Futch that the public
opinion poll had attempted to deceive people who were questioned and therefore was biased and unreliable. Futch also refused to suppress the introduction of Irvin’s clothes as evidence,
notwithstanding charges by the defense that they had been
seized illegally. Mrs. Delilah Irvin, Walter’s mother, told Judge
Futch that Deputy Yates had said he was coming for “that black
Nigger boy’s clothes,” and later warned her that “there may not
be no trial.“55
The second trial produced a few surprises. The prosecution’s case relied heavily on the testimony of the Padgetts and
Yates as it had the first time, but the defense added two new
witnesses to its presentation. The first, Herman V. Bennett, a
former law enforcement official for the federal government,
stated that the plaster cast of footprints made by Deputy Yates
was not produced while Irvin was wearing the shoes. The witness pointed out to the jury that footprints would normally be
concave if somebody made them while standing on a soft spot,
but they would be convex, as these were, if made from an empty
shoe. Attorney Hunter could not shake his testimony, but he
did note that this witness was being paid by the defense counsel.
The other key witness for the defense was Lawrence Burtoft,
54.

55.

The FBI initially conjectured that Moore may have been killed by either
the NAACP or the Communist party “for propaganda purposes.” However, its investigation led the Bureau in a more sensible direction to five
members of the Ku Klux Klan; but in 1953, when a federal judge threw
out indictments against them on related charges of perjury, the Justice
Department decided not to pursue the case. On September 16, 1955, the
case was officially closed. This account was reconstructed from files obtained under the Freedom of Information Act by WTSP Channel 10, St.
Petersburg-Tampa. The material was inspected at the offices of the station.
Mount Dora. Topic, February 14, 1952, 1, 8; Orlando Sentinel, February 12,
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15, 1952, 1, 3; New York Times, February 17, 1952, 22.
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the first person to encounter Norma Padgett walking along the
road. As he approached her to offer assistance, she called “Good
Morning” and asked if she could get a ride to town. Burtoft
stated that she seemed calm and unruffled. As he drove her
toward town, Mrs. Padgett told Burtoft that “she had been abducted by four Negroes, and said she could not identify them.”
He added that “she made no complaint of having been attacked.” During the cross-examination, Burtoft declared he had
brought this to Hunter’s attention during the first trial and had
been subpoenaed as a witness, but Hunter never asked him to
testify. Irvin once again testified in his own behalf and maintained his innocence.56
During the 1960s information came to light in another rape
case that raised serious doubts about the veracity of Yates’s testimony. In circumstances very similar to the Groveland case,
Lake County deputies had manufactured a plaster molding of
a shoe print which Yates insisted had been taken at the scene of
the crime. Testimony revealed, however, that the shoe print
had been made by Yates in the sheriffs office.57
But these revelations were yet to come, and despite the questions raised by the testimony of Bennett and Burtoft, the Marion
County jury deliberated only an hour and a half before finding
Irvin guilty and recommending a death sentence. The defense
immediately filed an appeal, arguing that numerous errors in
the trial and especially the unlawful search and seizure of
Irvin’s clothes warranted overturning the verdict. The appeal
stood pending before the United States Supreme Court for a
year until January 1954, when the Court declined to rehear it.58
With Irvin facing the death penalty in November, his lawyers
petitioned Governor Charley Johns for clemency. Some white
Floridians also joined the campaign to spare Irvin’s life. On its
editiorial page, the St. Petersburg Times noted the doubts that
surrounded the conviction of Irvin and declared: “Both compassion and calm judgement argue for his sentence to be changed

56.
57.
58.

Orlando Sentinel, February 13, 1952, 1, 13, February 14, 1952, 1, 7; New
York Times, February 14, 1952, 28.
Leesburg Commercial, December 10, 1962, 1, December 21, 1962, 1.
Orlando Sentinel, February 15, 1952, 1, 2; New York Times, February 15,
1952, 42; Irvin v. State, 66, So 2d 288 (1953); Irvin v. Florida, 346 U.S. 927
(1954).
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to life imprisonment.“59 The Reverend Ben Wyland of the United Churches of St. Petersburg agreed, as did Jesse Hunter, the
prosecutor who had won the conviction in the first place.60
Nevertheless, Johns, an outspoken segregationist, denied the
petition. The NAACP, however, won a stay from the United
States Supreme Court just two days before the scheduled execution.
A change in governors finally saved Irvin. As a result of the
election in November 1954, LeRoy Collins, a moderate on racial
issues, replaced Johns and asked his assistant, Bill Harris, to
re-examine the case. Harris found numerous errors in the investigation of the crime. In his report to Collins, Harris emphasized
the questionable nature of the plaster cast moldings that Deputy
Yates had produced at the first trial. He observed that Yates
had testified he did not understand what “integrity of footprints” meant, and several hours had passed before he made a
set of the plaster casts. He had also waited several hours before
making moldings of the tire tracks. Harris went on to raise questions about the entire inquiry conducted by state and county
officials. He noted that no effort was ever made by the state to
explain what had happened to Willie Padgett’s wallet or Norma’s
perfume which remained missing since the morning of the rape.
Unexplainedly, the prosecution also failed to introduce medical
testimony establishing conclusively that a rape had occurred.
On the basis of Harris’s investigation, Governor Collins commuted Walter Irvin’s sentence to life imprisonment, informing
the State Pardon Board that Irvin’s guilt had not been established “in an absolute and conclusive manner.“61
Collins’s decision was angrily denounced by Lake County
officials. Judge Futch was so upset that he ordered a grand jury
investigation of the commutation proceedings. Collins refused
to participate in the hearing. The jurors’ report charged that
the governor had mistakenly reached the wrong conclusions,
but it exonerated him of malfeasance. Feelings still remained
high in the county, however. In February 1956, Collins and his
59.
60.
61.

St. Petersburg Times, February 21, 1954, 4.
Interview with Reverend Ben F. Wyland, by Darryl Paulson, December 8,
1981, St. Petersburg. Interview in possession of authors.
Crisis 61 (December 1954), 18: Harris to LeRoy Collins, 7-10, Collins Papers; Lula L. Mullikan to L. F. Chapman, File— Irvin, Walter, Death Warrant, Governor LeRoy Collins Papers, Florida State Archives.
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wife took part in a parade in Eustis, Florida, when Norma
Padgett, escorted by two of McCall’s deputies, approached his
car. She yelled at the governor, “You’re the one who let off the
nigger that raped me. Would you have done that if it had been
your wife?“62
Norma Padgett was not alone in expressing her indignation
against Collins. Sheriff McCall left no doubt about how he felt,
viewing the commutation as a threat to the preservation of law
and order. He admonished that in the future “all a negro criminal would need to do would be pick out some innocent helpless
white woman as a target to satisfy his ravishing sexual desires,
keep his mouth shut, proclaim his innocence and let the NAACP
furnish the money and lawyers and beat the rap.“63 Seconding
the sheriffs opinion, Herbert S. Phillips predicted the governor’s action would produce dire consequences. In his capacity
as United States district attorney in 1950, Phillips had failed to
obtain an indictment from a federal grand jury investigating
McCall for beating the Groveland prisoners in his custody. His
sympathies apparently rested with the sheriff rather than the
defendants. Six years later in retirement, he called Collins’s
handling of the case “a victory for the National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People [that] is bound to encourage lynchings in rape cases.“64
These warnings notwithstanding, the Groveland case gradually drifted from public view in the late 1950s, with the accused
staying behind bars despite widespread doubt about their guilt.
Greenlee was not paroled until 1962, and Irvin remained incarcerated until 1968 when he was paroled by Claude Kirk, Florida’s
first Republican governor in the twentieth century. After his
release, Greenlee left the state and never returned, settling in
Tennessee. Irvin moved to Miami but returned to Lake County
for a visit in 1970, and died there of an apparent heart attack.
62.
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Thomas Wagy, Governor LeRoy Collins of Florida: Spokesman of the New South
(University, AL, 1985), 66-68; Orlando Sentinel, March 15, 1956, 1; Tampa
Tribune, May 5, 1956, 1; “Presentment of the Grand Jury to Honorable T.
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Meanwhile, Sheriff Willis McCall continued in office despite the
death of three black prisoners in his jail and numerous charges
of corruption and abuse of office against him and his deputies.
After Governor Reubin Askew suspended McCall for kicking a
black prisoner to death, he resigned in 1973.65
Like its predecessor in Scottsboro, Groveland was a “tragedy
of the American South.” In both instances, alleged rapes of
white women by blacks occurred amidst circumstances that
raised serious questions about their guilt and about the fairness
of the southern judicial system. Despite the intervening war
years and the precedent of the Alabama case, the four black
Floridians were presumed guilty once a white woman had identified them. The interval between Scottsboro and Groveland did
not diminish the white southern response to allegations of rape.
The crime remained an emotionally charged one. Clearly, the
accusation of rape by a white woman against a black man carried
a special burden that could not be readily dismissed. The protection of southern white womanhood justified racial control. However questionable in specific cases, the word and sexual morality
of southern daughters were considered equally pure. The fear
of rape and the threat of menacing blacks provided a potent
rationale for keeping all Negroes in their subordinate place.66
Without outside intervention, the situation for the surviving
Groveland defendants would have been even worse. The
NAACP waged a national fundraising campaign to conduct the
defense and assigned some of its best legal talent to plead the
case. Along with the Workers Defense League, it gathered information and testimony and extensively publicized the plight of
the defendants. Though unsuccessful in the trial courtroom,
the NAACP managed to convince the United States Supreme
Court to overturn the original verdict. When the second trial
failed to change the outcome, the NAACP persuaded the high
tribunal to issue a stay of execution. However, the civil rights
organization was less successful in getting the executive branch
in Washington to act forcefully. In response to NAACP protests,
the Justice Department and the FBI investigated the violence

65. Franklin Williams interview; Clendenin, "The Legacy of Iceman McCall,”
23.
66. Hall, Revolt Against Chivalry, 153.
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against the black prisoners and against Harry T. Moore, but
they were unwilling or unable to press charges.
Left on its own, the state of Florida would have quickly electrocuted Irvin and Shepherd. Neither all-white juries nor state
supreme court justices hesitated to conclude that the defendants
had been proven guilty beyond a reasonable doubt. Similarly,
when called upon to judge the actions of Sheriff McCall, a
coroner’s jury consisting of Lake County residents cleared him
of wrongfully killing one prisoner in his custody and seriously
wounding another. In the end, only the governor could and did
spare Irvin’s life. Convinced that too many questions remained
unanswered, LeRoy Collins issued a reprieve. Nevertheless, it
had taken appeals to two governors to gain the reprieve and
even Collins acted cautiously. In announcing his decision, the
governor emphasized that he was not bowing to outside pressure, and considering it politically expedient, he denounced the
NAACP’s handling of the case.67
Like most areas confronting racial conflicts in the postwar
South, Lake County intended to preserve white supremacy legally or otherwise. The old order of lynching may have passed,
but as one reporter observed after the second Groveland trial,
the “rope and faggot is giving way to the even more deadly and
unobtrusive deputations of one or two persons, who do the job
with less notoriety and greater impunity.“68 The social changes
and ideological battles surrounding World War II and the Cold
War made little difference to the Lake County officials charged
with trying the Groveland case. Attacks by black men upon white
women, or even the suspicion of such assaults, could not be
tolerated or second guessed. To do so would pose a challenge
to the traditional assumptions governing race relations in the
postwar South, assumptions that remained little changed as
Florida prosecuted the Groveland case.
67.
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